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1789

Constitution of United States

“Promote the Progress of Science and 

useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to 

Authors. . . the exclusive Right to their 

respective Writings.”

Protects original works of authorship fixed 

in tangible form. 



1790

The first copyright law enacted under 

the new United States Constitution



July 8, 1870

Copyright General Revision

• Copyright at Library of Congress

• Books to Library of Congress



1890

The Copyright Office in the U.S. Capitol



1897

Copyright established as separate department



1898

Copyright deposits overwhelm 

the Jefferson Building



Early 1900s

Copyright Office in the Jefferson Building



Early documents of the 

Copyright Office



1946

Cataloging Division in the Adams Building



1970

Copyright Office’s 100th Anniversary



1978

Publication and commemoration 

apparel for Copyright Act of 1976 



1994

Ed Rogers of the Copyright Office created the 

first version of the website, copyright.gov.



The first online registration system 

launched in 2007. Today, 97 percent of 

registration claims are made online.



2018

The Orrin G. Hatch – Bob Goodlatte 

Music Modernization Act, or MMA, 

was signed into law.



2020

The most recent edition of the 

Copyright Law released in June 2020.



Reflections of 

America



• To reproduce

• To distribute

• To prepare derivative works based upon the original

• To perform or display 
the work publicly

• To publicly perform 
digital audio transmissions 
of recordings

• Proper attribution and preservation of integrity 
of visual art works

Copyright’s 
bundle of rights



For a work to be protected 
under copyright, it must:

Be original

Include a 
copyright notice

Be of professional 
quality

Have a value of $35



For a work to be protected 
under copyright, it must:

Be original



A work is protected under 
copyright when:

The author mails a 
copy of the work 
to herself

As soon as the work is 
created and fixed 
in any format

As soon as the work is 
submitted to the Copyright 
Office

Once the work is published 
or displayed publicly



A work is protected under 
copyright when:

As soon as the work is 
created and fixed 
in any format



Registering a work is not mandatory.

Registration (or refusal) is necessary to enforce 

copyright through litigation.

Copyright registration



1790

The first copyright entry, The Philadelphia 

Spelling Book by John Barry, is registered 

in the U.S. District Court of Pennsylvania.



Adventures of Tom Sawyer catalog card from 

1875 and Mark Twain at a congressional 

hearing on a copyright reform bill in 1906 



What is the largest thing the 
Copyright Office has registered?

Brooklyn Bridge

St. Louis Arch

Statue of Liberty

Disney Castle



What is the largest thing the 
Copyright Office has registered?

Statue of Liberty



1880

Copyright catalog card of Little Women 

by Louisa May Alcott



What is the first motion picture 
registered with the Copyright Office?

Horse in Motion, 
Eadweard Muybridge 
(1886)

Men Boxing, 
William K. L. Dickson and 
William Heise (1891)

The Sneeze, 
Thomas Edison 
(1894)

Santa Claus, 
George Albert Smith 
(1898)



What is the first motion picture 
registered with the Copyright Office?

The Sneeze, 
Thomas Edison 
(1894)



1898

Copyright deposit of the Stars and Stripes 

Forever, written in 1897 by John Philip Sousa



1900

Copyright deposit of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by 

L. Frank Baum. It spawned a popular Broadway 

musical in 1902 and an iconic film in 1939.



1961

The Consul, the first video tape 

registered for copyright



1965

Catalog card for Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr.’s speech at the conclusion 

of the Selma to Montgomery march



1976

Star Wars registration document 

and catalog card



Copyright Office 

Today



MISSION STATEMENT
The U.S. Copyright Office promotes creativity 
and free expression by administering the 
nation’s copyright laws and by providing 
impartial, expert advice on copyright law and 
policy, for the benefit of all. 

VISION STATEMENT
Enriching the nation’s culture by empowering 
and connecting the global copyright 
community.



Registered 
443,911
claims 
for copyright

170,600 
public 
inquiries

Collected 
more than 
$237 million 
in royalty 
fees; 
managed 
over 
$1.4 billion

Recorded nearly 

7,098 documents 

for over 233,694  

works

Transferred 
$45 million 
worth of 
copyright 
deposits to 
Library 
collections



The Strategic Path Forward



The Copyright Office’s Strategic Plan references the 
“Engine of Free Expression.”  Where did that 
phrase come from?

U.S. Constitution

Harper & Row Publishers, 
Inc. v. Nation Enterprises

President Ulysses S. Grant

H.R. 94-1476 
(House of Representatives 
Report on the 1976 Act)



The Copyright Office’s Strategic Plan references the 
“Engine of Free Expression.”  Where did that 
phrase come from?

Harper & Row Publishers, 
Inc. v. Nation Enterprises



Information 
Technology 
Modernization

Information 
Technology 
Modernization

Optimizing
Business
Processes

Organizational
Change
Management

Impartial 
Expertise on 
Copyright Law 
and Policy

Measuring
Success

Education 
and 
Engagement



Current Copyright Office in 

the Madison Building



Videos on YouTube

• What Is Copyright?

• Copyright on the 

Internet

• Hey, That’s My Idea!

• Copyright Registration

• Understanding Fair Use

• What Is Public Domain?

• Music Modernization in 

Two Minutes

copyright.gov



Questions & 

Answers




